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Abstract 
In this study I will try to analyze the physical, logical and phenomenological relations existing between the place where people 
actually live and the specificity of their culture. The biggest challenge comes from the nomadic cultures where this is not at all 
obvious. I am interested in showing to what extent the spirit of place governs any cultural synthesis, any acculturation and 
impose its stylistic mark on both sedentary and nomadic cultures. I will emphasize the importance of some spatial elements that 
shape the cultural specificity: the geographic placement and proximity, elements which are sometimes more important than 
heredity or tradition in configuring the cultural identity.  
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1. Introduction 
Methodologically, this essay represents a philosophical analysis of a relation: the one between the specificity of a 
culture and the specificity of a place. The working hypothesis is that cultural identity depends mainly on the specific 
place, the geographical area where it is formed. But, in order to show that, it is important to specify that I consider 
the culture ethnically; culture is the system of values, practices and forms of expression that unites the members of a 
group, makes them feeling solidary and similar, but at the same time makes them feeling different from people 
belonging to other groups. Among the forms of expression, language represents a defining element of identity. First, 
people recognize each other as speakers of the same language; they feel bound by the same way of describing 
things. It is also the language that enables them to express feelings and attitudes, to make value charged distinctions: 
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between right / wrong, good / bad, true / false, etc. Language gives them the possibility to make judgments, 
assessments and gives them the criteria by which they can order and rank things, feelings or experiences. By means 
of language they find themselves in the possession of a system of values, norms and conventions that are 
coextensive with the culture of belonging. Unlike the interest groups that fall apart when common or convergent 
interests have been satisfied, the ethno-cultural groups are founded on values; they have persistence and structure, 
despite of the syncretism and acculturation they go through due to the historic circumstances. The interests that 
belong to individuals only, generate just a contractual cooperation (which depends on the conformity with the 
agreement). Only the values can generate the social tissue and can maintain the solidarity which represents the 
communion of destiny of a community. Therefore, cultural identity is a collective identity which applies both to 
groups and individuals in so far as they belong to these groups. You can belong to a group by origin or affiliation, 
but not optionally. The cultural communities are not the result of a voluntary and interested decision of their 
members to live together. Usually, the cultural identity is seen as an inherited identity, which is rather related to 
one's origins and heredity. You can deny the culture of origin but thus you recognize that it is an identity factor. And 
you deny it not to be outside of any culture, but to search for another culture that responds to your needs. We can 
say along with Joseph de Maistre: „In the course of my life I have seen Frenchmen, Italians, Russians, etc.; I know, 
too, thanks to Montesquieu, that one can be a Persian. But as for man, I declare that I have never met him in my life; 
if he exists, he is unknown to me”. (De Maistre, p. XXIII) You don’t create voluntarily a culture, but you find it as 
such, ready formed and try to integrate in it. Observing that someone who leaves his birthplace can acquire by 
naturalization the characteristics of the adoptive culture, I stated the hypothesis that cultural identity depends 
essentially on the specific area where ethnic culture is formed. I want to show that the spirit of place is more 
important than heredity or tradition in shaping cultural identity. If we make a phenomenological analysis, in terms of 
identity, the ethnic cultures behave spatially: they circumscribe an area, have a structure, have a formative axis that 
generates cohesion, and have a border as area of contact and delimitation that separates what is inside from what is 
outside. Before designating a concrete geographical space of their genesis and existence, the cultures have an 
intrinsic spatiality which refers to their identitary functions and behavior. They have a qualitative spatiality, 
resembling more with places than with three-dimensional space of indeterminacy, uniformity and non-
distinctiveness. 
2. Global culture and cosmopolitanism 
The concept of global culture is paradoxical, just because it operates no longer with an ethnic and identitary 
meaning of the word culture. The ethnic cultures are oriented by an internal principle of self-limitation and self-
assertion through difference. The advocates of the global culture invoke the equal dignity of all people as rational 
agents and the universality of their natural rights, that means what people have in common, what make them similar, 
the idem identity. The ethnic cultures, which justify the identitary claims and the politics of recognition, are founded 
on what makes people different. What distinguishes them not as individuals but what distinguishes their cultural 
environments. Human nature doesn’t defy cultures and rooting, or diversity; human nature is cultural and is 
expressed as difference. Charles Taylor defends the identity based on difference, a version of multiculturalism 
sensitive to the preservation of cultural diversity, of lifestyles, which in his opinion represent sources of authenticity. 
Taylor defends and supports the politics of recognition against the cultural imperialism and the hegemony of 
Western culture. Taylor has shown how the respect for social rank and hierarchy turns into recognition of personal 
dignity and cultural identity. (Taylor, 2009, pp. 43-44) In his opinion, the people existence is mediated and the 
culture is the vital and nourishing medium of the human condition.  
 Because responds to the new challenges of the late modernity (communication technologies, economic system, 
human rights, migrants, tourism), global culture is possible only as civilization. Global culture, which is rather a 
communicational synchronization of different cultures, therefore a label, just a name for a form of civilization, 
appears as a compromise to accommodate the existing cultures to these phenomena. It cannot be called culture 
(because it lacks the essential features of a culture: the values), cannot act as culture, having a structuring function 
for the community. There is no global culture because a global culture lacks the ipse identity. Tomlinson stresses the 
existential dimension of globalization. Globalization is an attitude towards life, an overlapping of experience 
mediated by communication and influences over immediate experience, an ambivalence of experience that gives to 
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anthropological places a certain transparency, availability and possibility to resonate with the vast spaces of 
networks, informational flows and remote representations. Tomlinson examines in a very nuanced and optimistic 
note the possibility that from contact, adaptation, and communications to result new mixed cultures (Tomlinson, 
2002, p. 49)  
We live today the widening of social relations as a cultural experience. And this affects the specificity of 
localities in which we normally live. People continue to live concretely in real places, but these are affected, 
perturbed, altered. The cultural places, the landscapes and cultural environments which are familiar and comfortable, 
favorable to life are imperceptibly affected by influences, events and social processes located at great distance. The 
feeling of familiarity to local contexts that we experience daily remains, but it is accompanied by the increasing 
awareness of integration. 
In a global culture the place loses its influence on the public space. Deterritorialisation (i.e. delocalization, 
dislocation) is taken for granted in the flow of experience. We are familiar with it not only in the public space but 
also in the private sphere thanks to the Internet and TV. Globalization does not destroy the settlements, but only 
transforms them, in fact transforms the way we experience them, replaces many of the familiar places, to which we 
had in the past different expectations and different experiences, with non-places. (Auge, 1995, p. 78) Global culture 
is characterized by connectivity and was designed in the version of "global village" (McLuhann). But this phrase can 
be no more than a metaphor for the expansion of communication. Commonly, the village is the administrative unit 
which circumscribes the actual existence, be it cultural or economic, of a traditional organic community and a 
certain kind of experience of social relations and interactions effectively regulated by neighborhood which is 
sometimes stronger than kinship. Therefore, as a metaphor for global culture, the village should mean the 
neighborhood as social structure reiterated at the planetary level. But the neighborhood of the traditional village is 
founded on proximity and contiguity. It is known that you don’t pick your neighbors; that you try either to cohabit 
with them, or to move to another place. What happens when your neighborhood is the entire planet? Tomlinson's 
conclusion is that ethnic groups will consolidate the separating borders, will elevate the fences, withdrawing 
themselves in radical forms of fundamentalism and xenophobia. (Tomlinson, 2002, p. 225)  
It is a challenge to talk about the localism of man in the age of globalization or to talk about the cultural identity. 
First, because the term globalization has become a synonym for de-localization, even for dislocation; contemporary 
man corresponds increasingly to the profile of a kosmopolytes, but under other auspices than the man of the 
Hellenistic time. Second, the identity discourse, both the analytical discourse of sociologists and the self-referential 
discourse of individuals and groups,  suffered radical transformation due to the new concrete living conditions of the 
people. The identity situation of man today is complex and unusual. Due to the dynamic and demands of everyday 
life, the individual identity must be constantly reformulated. It is situated at the intersection of the inherited 
identities and the elected ones, of the collective identities and the uncountable roles played by individuals. The 
ancient loyalties and the rooting of man are brought in the situation of being compared with the occasional and 
optional ones. Gellner evoked the portrait of the modular man, which can be sketched as people willingness of 
receiving new identities and identifications. (Gellner, 1998, pp. 99-104) 
It is an inconsistency in the desire of cosmopolitan man to be integrated into the global culture. For, to be 
integrated already implies a defined area. Culture means identity, therefore identitary self-delimitation, loyalty to a 
particular guiding principle, to certain formative patterns and generating structures. It means also the stylistic 
consistency of its practices and lifestyles. Although I analyze the ethno-cultural identity and ethnicity as an 
anthropological fact, I want to show that it's not a simple contingent fact, but an anthropological invariant, just as the 
place is an insurmountable condition for physical bodies 
3. Localism and cultural territoriality 
To analyze the connection of an ethnic culture with its homeland, a phenomenological analysis of the cultural 
territoriality is required. To discuss the territoriality of cultures is useful to invoke the notion of symbolic space. 
Cultural identity also involves the notion of border as it is defined by difference, by contrast with what it is not. It 
becomes significant to approach the ethno-cultural specificity in spatial terms. Any culture is associated with a 
specific area due to a symbolic space that makes it possible. Any ethnic culture is characterized by locality. 
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Concreteness can be interpreted as location, placement, particularity, specific difference. This is what gives 
territoriality a qualitative dimension. As a difference identity, the ethnicity depends essentially on the meeting with 
the other. Ferderick Barth emphasized the importance of the border as area of contact, of interaction in defining the 
cultural identity as a form of social connection. Frederick Barth moves the understanding of ethnicity from the 
intrinsic qualities of a culture to the interaction with other ethno-cultures. The borders of the ethno-cultural group as 
contact areas become of crucial importance. The notion of border, although it has a symbolic and communicational 
sense here (meaning contact, interaction and exchange), suggest the notion of area, of delimitation, of spatial 
circumscription. (Barth, 1969)  
The localism of man and cultures is consistent not only with the concrete qualitative vision of the world, but also 
with that of an order arising from the nature of things. That gives legitimacy to the perception of things as 
qualitatively distinct, as belonging to different regions and places. In the eyes of modern man, a metaphysical 
structure of meanings that support both the universe and the social environment has gradually become untenable. 
Can we talk on the spirit of place anymore?  
To do this, we must distinguish in terms of phenomenology between space and place. In general, according to our 
intuition, space is a three-dimensional container of things. The correlative concept of place has the limit as the main 
characteristic; the place is essentially circumscribed and the boundary also reflects its qualitative aspect. While the 
space is indistinct, without qualities, the place has spatial extension, but also has limit, that separates what is inside 
from what is outside. Place has also a location, that is a specific relationship with other things and other places. The 
uniqueness of a place comes from the position it occupies in a configuration. But above all, the places are defined as 
a web of meanings attached by the history, by the collective memory and the culture of the community. (Relph, 
1976, p. 3) 
The experienced space is a qualitative one and it is successively constructed in relation with familiar experiences, 
but also in accordance with the assumption of the world’s order, which is supposed to be objective. „Experienced 
space is first given as a closed finite space, and only through subsequent experience does it open up to an infinite 
extent”. (Bollnow, 2011, p.19)  
However, the concrete space, which is lived and experienced as totality of the particular conditions of everyday 
life, is not the Euclidean space. „Concrete human actions in fact do not take place in an homogeneous, isotropic 
space, but in a space distinguished by qualitative differences, such as „up” and „down” (Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 
11).  
In the current experience the space is never perceived as a container of things, but as interlace of places, as 
interdependence of qualitative positions that cannot change. The ancients affirmed a certain providential connection 
between the nature of different things and their predestined place, by invoking an order that involves immutability of 
places, regions or kingdoms. Aristotle told us about the natural place of the stone (the earth) or about the natural 
place of the bird (the air). (Casey, 2011, p. 71) 
In the common perception, the space always lives in close relation with a qualitative order. Space is not 
experienced as separated but intimately associated with things and events, as their place and their substance. That’s 
why the concrete space appears as a heterogeneous space, highly impregnated with meanings, intuitions and images. 
The place is an integral part of existence. But the place means more than an abstract location. “We mean a 
totality made up of concrete things having material substance, shape, texture and color.” (Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 
6) Totality does not mean quantitative juxtaposition, summation; it means a qualitative synthesis. Therefore, a place 
is inclusive when it is comprehensive.  
4. Culture as spirit of place 
The ethnic cultures expressing identity through difference owes much to the place where they formed. 
Symbolically, the place of a culture is expressed as boundary, as enclosure. The spirit of place has cultural impact 
and the culture of ethnic communities in cooperation with the geographical area nourishes the spirit of place and 
maintains it, protecting it from mixing with other influences. Since the place is a total phenomenon, which cannot be 
reduced to its features, it is also a synthesis, a qualitative phenomenon, concrete and irreducible.  
The geographic and cultural place has an essence, an atmosphere, a character. This uniqueness can be caught by 
the poetic intuition: „Different places on the face of the earth have different vital effluence, different vibration, 
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different chemical exhalation, and different polarity with different stars; call it what you like. But the spirit of place 
is a great reality.” (Relph, 1976, p. 49) As qualitative totalities of a complex nature, places cannot be described 
analytically, nor reduced to spatial relations (the coordinates) without losing their specificity. 
 A place unlike the abstract space involves an "inside" and "outside", like a house. And also like a house can 
provide a shelter (functionally) and security. Human world makes sense because the man has a place of his own, 
lives in a house. And this is true not only for the individual trajectory, but also for the collective destiny of man. In 
fact, the individual finds its place of action and existence when its collectivity recovers its placement and thus the 
cultural identity. The house is an expression of habitation and habitation is a given of the human condition and a 
prerequisite of deciphering the meaning of existence. People of a cosmopolitan world develop a certain willingness 
to reconfigure their identity, but in the forms of association that they will engage they will search for a sense of 
belonging that only an ethnic culture offers. However, it can be seen „ … that people resist the process of 
individualization and social atomization, and tend to cluster in community organizations that, over time, generate a 
feeling of belonging, and ultimately, in many cases, a communal, cultural identity” (Castels, 1997, p.64)  
The anthropology of Enlightenment holds that man is defined by Reason (uncommitted), which is a condition of 
its emancipation from cultural and social ties, from traditions, customs, rootedness, belonging and prejudice. 
However human individuals define themselves not only by the freedom to choose as rational and autonomous beings 
but also by what they choose. In the real world, the human being does not conceive itself as a person with a variety 
of relationships and contingent, ephemeral attachments, but as being made from the history and the community 
where belongs. 
Man chooses (and is an autonomous being), because he belongs to a culture that defines its choices, orders them, 
guides them and colors them with local specificity. Its choices are oriented and limited by a horizon of meaning, 
which is structured and structuring, which is provided concretely by a culture of belonging. The human person is 
also the involuntary bearer of cultural values (which are shared in the communities of belonging), of a style of 
interpretation of experiences, of a vision on the world and human condition.  
There is still an intolerance to the identity claims of groups (cultural, ethnic), which are seen as a potential threat 
to democracy and human rights. The inherited identities (traditions, religions), because they found the social life on 
affiliations and loyalties that limit the freedom of human agents, are regarded with suspicion. The rational social 
order that Western liberal democracies are concerned to build is favorable just for the consensual and voluntary 
forms of association of human individuals. Only the chosen identities are accepted as legitimate. In this spirit, the 
cultures are regarded as contingent forms of life in common, which may eventually disappear in favor of forms of 
cooperation and rational arrangements. 
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